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JOHN TAUTIN, Bird Banding Laboratory, USGS Patuxent Wildlife Research Center, 12100 Beech Forest Road, Laurel, MD
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70517, USA
GAY M GOMEZ, Department of Social Sciences, McNeese State University, P. O. Box 92335, Lake Charles, LA 70609, USA

Abstract: On 15 May 1939, Jo1m J. Lynch of the U.S. Bureau of Biological Survey located l3 whooping cranes (Grus
americana), including 2 prefledged young, during an aerial survey near White Lake in southwestern Louisiana. His observation
was the last historic record of whooping cranes breeding in the wild in the United States, and it confinned the presence of a
nonmigratory breeding population along the Gulf Coast. While reviewing old U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service files at the
National Archives in 1999, we located Lynch's original 1939 field note, 2 letters, 5 photographs, and a draft manuscript
describing the discovery; 4 other related letters also were found. Because of their biological and historical interest, we have
reproduced the documents in this paper. A thorough assessment of the White Lake marshes as a potential site for returning
nonmigratory whooping cranes to southwestern Louisiana should be conducted.
PROCEEDINGS NORTH AMERICAN CRANE WORKSHOP 8:24-30
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The former occurrence of both migratory and nonmigratory whooping cranes in southwestern Louisiana is well
documented (e.g., Nelson 1929, McIlhenny 1938, 1943,
Oberholser 1938, Allen 1952, McNulty 1966, Lynch 1984a,
Doughty 1989, Gomez 1992), with Allen (1952) and Gomez
(1992) providing the primary information on habitats and
history of the species. McIlhenny (1938) and others assumed
that a small, nonmigratory population was still breeding in
southwestern Louisiana in the late 1930s near White Lake in
Vermilion Parish. John J. Lynch, U.S. Bureau of Biological
Survey (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service after 30 June 1940),
confinned breeding by whooping cranes near White Lake
during an aerial survey on 15 May 1939. He located l3 birds,
including 2 prefledged young.
Lynch's confirmation of a nonmigratory, breeding
population of whooping cranes in southwestern Louisiana was
of biological and historical interest and was the last record of
this species breeding in the wild in the United States. In
August 1940, a hurricane scattered the flock and only 6 birds
survived the stonn. Seven other birds were apparently lost
including an injured crane, later named Josephine, which was
captured near the town of Ville Platte and transferred to the
Audubon Park Zoo in New Orleans in 1941. The remnant
flock continued to decline, and by 1947 only a single bird
survived. This crane was captured with the aid of a helicopter
in March 1950 by J. J. Lynch, R P. Allen, and others and
moved to the Aransas National Wildlife Refuge, Texas, where
it died 6 months later (McNulty 1966, Lynch 1984a, Doughty

1989, Gomez 1992). Lynch also contributed notes on the
feeding habits of whooping cranes in Texas (Allen 1952), and
was later involved with photographing the breeding grounds
of the Wood Buffalo-Aransas population in the Northwest
Territories, Canada (Lynch 1984a). A summary of J. J.
Lynch's long and active career as a field biologist with the
U.S. Bureau of Biological Survey/Fish and Wildlife Service
is provided elsewhere (Lynch 1984a,b,c).
Although Lynch's observation of nonmigratory whooping
cranes breeding in southwestern Louisiana was accepted and
subsequently referenced by others (e.g., Allen 1952, Gomez
1992), his original account was never published, to the best
of our knowledge. In April 1999, while reviewing files in the
U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service collection at the National
Archives, College Park, Maryland, we located Lynch's
original 1939 field survey note, 2 letters, 5 photographs, and
a draft manuscript describing his discovery (4 documents, 9
typed pages; Record Group 22, Stack Area 150, Row 3, Entry
254, Box 33). In addition, 4 related letters were provided by
coauthor Mary Lynch Courville, daughter of John J. Lynch.
Because of their biological and historical interest, we have
reproduced in this paper the documents (excluding photographs) describing events in 1939 associated with the discovery of whooping cranes breeding near White Lake, Louisiana.
We have made minor format changes from the original
documents, including (1) altered length of sentence lines, (2)
eliminated hyphenated words at end oflines, (3) left-justified
all paragraphs and address headings, and (4) omitted page

24

Proc. North Am. Crane Workshop 8:2001

WHOOPING CRANES IN LOmSIANA, 1939 • Drewien et al.

nwnbers. Spelling remains intact (e.g., altho, thruout,
travelling, Panicum haemitomon=hemitomon [current
spelling]) except for 4 typographical errors which we corrected. The docwnents follow in chronological order, and
their sources are identified (National Archives rna], Mary
Lynch Courville [rnIc]).

1. 19 April 1939-Letter (mle) from John J. Lynch to
George Welsh
Division of Wildlife Research
Pilot Town, Louisiana
April 19, 1939
Mr. George Welsh
Florence Club
Gueydan, Louisiana.

Dear George,
Many thanks for the fine trip which I had with you last
month. I enjoyed seeing the White Lake marshes, and also
appreciated getting the goose stomachs which you saved for
me.
Mr. McIlhenny tells me that your Whooping Cranes should
be nesting soon, if they are going to breed this year. I am
planning to have the Coast Guard fly me over the crane
territory, with the idea of spotting the nests for later inspection from the ground. I might mention that there is little
danger of disturbing the birds in this way, since they seem
quite unafraid of a plane.

I am enclosing a portion of a map showing the White Lake
region. I wonder if you would indicate the most likely spots
for crane nests on this map and return it to me. Also, what
time would you consider best for this flight? The Coast
Guard would rather wait until after May 8, provided that date
would not be too late for our purpose.
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BI-B
Observations
Commander,
New Orleans Division,
U.S. Coast Guard,
Mobile, Alabama.
Dear Sir:
We should like to obtain the services of a Coast Guard plane
and crew soon after May 10, 1939 for the purpose of making
observations of whooping cranes in an area where they are
believed to be nesting in the vicinity of White Lake in
Vermilion Parish, Louisiana. If one of your planes can be
assigned to this flight it appears probable that some very
valuable observations may be made, and we shall appreciate
it very much.
Whooping cranes are one of the interesting species of birds
that have become extremely rare. There are believed to be
about 24 birds in the White Lake area referred to, and
probably not more than 75 of these birds remain in existence.
Their range in the Vennilion Parish marsh is extremely
difficult to reach by ground travel, and we have reason to
believe that an airplane flying overhead is less disturbing to
them than an approach by land.
The cooperation of the Coast Guard Service in the past has
been of much help to the Biological Survey in making
valuable observations of waterfowl and other bird life. We
appreciate this cooperation.
If the flight proposed herein can be authorized we will
arrange for our observer, who probably will be John J. Lynch,
Junior Biologist, to make arrangements with the station at
Biloxi.
Very truly yours,

I will greatly appreciate any help you can give us.

Ray Moore,
Regional Director.

Sincerely yours,
John J. Lynch
Jr. Biologist,
Division of Wildlife Research.

cc to J. R Honthorn
cc to John Lynch
RM:CF

Enclosure, map.

3. 24 May 1939-Field survey note (na).
2. 28 April 1939--Letter (rnIc) from Ray Moore, Regional
Director, U.S. Bureau of Biological Survey, to the U.S.
Coast Guard
April 28, 1939

A BREEDING RECORD FOR THE WHOOPING CRANE
in
LOUISIANA
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On May 15, an aerial reconnaissance was made of the
Whooping crane colony at White Lake, in Vennilion Parish,
Louisiana. The U. S. Coast Guard furnished a plane for this
purpose from its Biloxi Air Base. The skill and enthusiasm
of our pilot made possible a fairly complete survey of the
colony and of the marshes which comprise its range.
One pair of cranes was positively identified with two young.
The young were a little over third grown, and bright reddishbrown in color. This family group was feeding near a pirogue
trail in Panicum haemitomon marsh when sighted, and
manifested no fear of our plane even when we passed less
than a hundred feet above the birds. The adults made no
effort to fly, remaining with the young thruout the entire time
we were inspecting the group.
Thirteen cranes in all were seen, including 11 adults and 2
young. One group of five adults was first encountered, after
which two pairs of adults were sighted at a distance of several
miles from the main flock. Close inspection of the marsh
where the paired birds were seen failed to show any signs of
nest mounds, altho these may well have been overlooked at
the speed at which the plane was travelling.
This colony of cranes is located in an area of inaccessible
marsh north and east of White Lake. Its range extends from
Long Point east to Hackberry and Schooner Islands, and
extends inland from the north shore of White Lake for a
distance of seven or eight miles. The marshes of this region
are typical of the upper fresh limits of the deep coastal marsh,
and are characterized by extensive wet meadows of Panicum
haemitomon ("paille-fine"), with more or less extensive
stands of Cladium. The cranes show preference for the
numerous "burns" in this marsh. At the time of inspection,
the marshes of the region were unusually dry, and the birds
seemed to remain fairly close to the few ponded areas in
which water still remained.
The finding of the young of the Whooping crane in this
region substantiates persistent reports that the species nested
in Louisiana. Trappers, whose observations warrant more
credence than they usually are accorded, described young and
nest mounds of cranes in this region in past years. Attempts
have been made by interested parties, including Mr. E. A.
McIlhenny, Richard Gordon, Lawrence J. Merovka, and
George Welsh, to locate nests and young. Due to the inaccesSlbility of this marsh, however, no nesting birds were found.
These observations placed the number of cranes in this colony
at 24 for the past season. Since only 13 were seen at the time
of the aerial survey, it is thought that the others may have
migrated, altho it is entirely possible that some birds were
overlooked in this vast marsh country.
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John J. Lynch
Jr. Biologist,
Division of Wildlife Research.

5-24-39
Pilot Town, Louisiana.
4. 21 June 1939-Letter (mle) from Clarence Cottam to
John J. Lynch
June 21, 1939
Mr. John J. Lynch, Junior Biologist,
Division of Wildlife Research,
Pilottown, Louisiana.

Dear Mr. Lynch:
Because of the unusual nature of your whooping crane report,
and the fact that it is so far out of what we consider its normal
breeding range, I felt it advisable to get the Chief s reaction
before publication of this information. Copy of his letter to
me is enclosed.
I agree entirely with your point of view that it probably is not
wise to publicize this too widely; therefore, your suggestion
that it be submitted to the Louisiana Conservation Review-a
magazine of local and limited circulation-seems appropriate.
Am very sorry your photographs did not turn out well.

Very truly yours,
CLARENCE COITAM,
In Charge, Food Habits,
Division of Wildlife Research.
Enclosure
5. 3 August 1939-Letter (na) from John J. Lynch to
Clarence Cottam
August 3, 1939
Chief, Bureau of Biological Survey
U. S. Dept. of The Interior
Washington, D.C.
Att'n: Dr. Clarence Cottam
In Charge, Food Habits,
Div. of Wildlife Research
Dear Sir:
Reference is made to your letter of July 5, 1939 returning my
whooping crane field note. This note originally was submit-
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ted merely as a field report and, as such, was not in publication form. If you consider that further publication is advisable
in view of the publicity already brought to bear on this subject
and the Mississippi Conservation notes, I will prepare a new
manuscript. Incidentally, the information contained in the
note in this publication was not released by me. I imagine
this information must have been released by the Coast Guard
Air Station at Biloxi, probably at the instigation of a somewhat too enterprising Associated Press reporter who was
stationed at Biloxi.
I am submitting herewith photographs which I mentioned in
a previous letter. These photographs were taken with a Welta
35 mm camera, Zeiss 2.8 lens (obviously too short a focal
length for this type of work) on Agfa Superpan Supreme film,
from an average altitude of 150 to 200 feet, at a speed of
about 120 miles per hour. Photographs are numbered 1, 2, 3,
4, and 5.
Photo No.1. Family group of whooping cranes in a burn in
Panicum marsh. Two adults are on the righthand portion of
the group and the young on the left portion. An idea of the
size of the adults may be had by comparison with the pirogue
trail in the foreground which is at least three feet wide. Size
and shape of the adults in this picture are unmistakable.
Photo No.2. Same group with the two darker colored young
appearing between the white adults. The young may be seen
more or less distinctly by means of a glass.
Photo No.3. Pair of adult cranes in flight. The light vegetation is tall saw grass which will give some idea of the size of
the birds.
Photo No.4. Another pair of adults on Panicum marsh.
These birds have just taken flight. The swale area where they
were flushed was examined for nest mounds but without
success.
Photo NO.5. A group offive adult cranes in Panicum marsh
with the deeper saw grass in the background. Note how these
birds stand completely above the dense vegetation which is
between two and three feet tall. This group of five brings the
total of birds seen, including young, to thirteen as reported.
I trust that this photographic evidence will clear any doubt as
to the validity of this record During the next breeding season
I will endeavor to get more convincing photographic evidence
of the extension of breeding range of the whooping crane.
Very truly yours,
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John J. Lynch
Assistant Biologist
Div. of Wildlife Research

JJL::MEH
Authors' note: 5 black and white photographs were with the
letter at the Archives. The photographs are of limited quality
because of the distance of the cranes and because they were
taken through a salt-stained window of a sea plane (Lynch
1984a:38); the adults appear as small white spots and the
young are difficult to distinguish. See comment in the
following letter.

6. 16 August 1939-Letter (na) from Clarence Cottam to
John J. Lynch
August 16, 1939
Mr. John J. Lynch,
Delta Migratory Waterfowl Refuge,
Pilottown, Louisiana.
Dear Mr. Lynch:
Acknowledgment is made to your letter of August 3 referring
further to the advisability of publishing your note on the
nesting of the whooping crane. I believe your suggestion is
appropriate that a note be prepared for publication in the
Louisiana Conservation News. This will give some degree of
authority to the observation and at the same time will not give
it too much publicity. Furthermore it gives the Bureau credit
for its finding. The Chief agrees with this point of view.
We are glad to have the photographs although one must use
his imagination to get very much out of the pictures. However there does seem to be sufficient evidence that your
breeding record of the whooping crane is valid and I feel it
should be placed on record. I suggest therefore that you send
us copy of the article you send to the Conservation News.
Your original note was approved in our editorial office but if
you are writing a different story perhaps you had better send
it in for official review.
Sincerely yours,
Clarence Cottam,
In Charge, Food Habits,
Division of Wildlife Research.
CC:elh

7. 25 September 1939-letter (mle) and draft manuscript
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(na) submitted by John J. Lynch to Washington, D.C.
office for review
Division of Wildlife Research
Pilot Town, Louisiana
September 25, 1939.
Chief,
Bureau of Biological Survey
Washington, D.C.
Attention, Dr. Clarence Cottam,
In Charge, Food-Habits Research.
Dear Dr. Cottam,
I am forwarding herewith revised manuscript of my whooping
crane note for the Louisiana Conservation Review. I have
taken especial care to make my statements therein only as
strong as my supporting data. Would appreciate your
comments.

Proc. NorthAm. Crane Workshop 8:2001

century, however, it has steadily disappeared from its former
haunts, until at the present time there is but one colony left in
the state. (In the interests of protection, the exact location of
this colony is not included in this report.) A parallel decrease
has taken place on the Texas coast in regions where at one
time the crane was common. The Biological Survey's
Aransas Migratory Waterfowl Refuge in Texas offers much
needed protection to one wintering colony, while additional
birds find haven on the extensive range lands of the lower
Texas coast.
There have been persistent reports that the Whooping crane
breeds in Louisiana. Trappers and guides familiar with the
marshes in which these birds are found have described their
characteristic nest mounds and young within recent years.
The accuracy of these observers cannot be questioned, since
their life-long experience in the marsh has given them a
familiarity with natural phenomena that may well be the envy
of the scientific worker. They readily recognize the whooping
crane, which to them is "la grue blanche", from herons,
egrets, and other birds which the uninitiate might confuse
with it.

Sincerely yours,
John J. Lynch
Assistant Biologist,
Division of Wildlife Research.
Enclosure, manuscript.
OBSERVATIONS ON THE WHOOPING CRANE IN
LOUISIANA
John 1. Lynch
The whooping crane (Grus americana) is one of the most
magnificent of North American birds. It is the largest of our
native wading birds, standing four feet in height, with a
wingspread often in excess of seven feet. Despite the extreme
wariness of the crane, its great size and conspicuous white
plumage render it a comparatively easy mark for the hunter,
and for this reason its numbers have been decreased nearly to
the point of extinction. Only a few scattered pairs are now
found in its former breeding range, which extended from
Mackenzie and Hudson Bay south to Nebraska and Iowa. The
crane has been absent for many years in the states east of the
Mississippi River, whereas it was once common in migration
through much of this region. A few isolated colonies still
survive on the wintering grounds of the Gulf Coast.
In the past, the whooping crane commonly wintered on
Louisiana's vast coastal marshes. Since the turn of the

These reports have been of great interest to conservationists,
since the utilization of the Louisiana marshes for breeding
grounds may be a significant means whereby this vanishing
bird may be saved from total extinction. The U. S. Biological
Survey, The National Ass'n. of Audubon Societies, The
Louisiana Department of Conservation, the Stanolind Oil
Company, and Mr. E. A. McIlhenny of Avery Island all have
contributed to the protection of these birds and to the extension of our knowledge of their habits. Mr. Richard Gordon,
superintendent of the Paul J. Rainey Wildlife Sanctuary has
accumulated important field data which substantiates the
reports of breeding.
Aerial observations of the colony made by the U. S. Biological
Survey of May 15, 1939, contributed further to our knowledge
of the whooping crane. The U. S. Coast Guard furnished a
plane for this purpose from its Biloxi Air Base. The skill and
enthusiasm of the Coast Guard pilot made possible a complete
survey of the colony and of the marshes that comprise its
range. Thirteen whooping cranes in all were seen and
positively identified. The great size of these birds, and their
white plumage and black wing-tips, facilitate accurate
identification from the air.
The fact that these birds were present on the Louisiana
marshes in the month of May is significant, since according
to recorded data, they should be breeding at that time. One
group offive adults was first observed, after which two pairs
of adults were seen at a distance of several miles from the
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main flock. Close inspection of the marsh where the paired
birds were noted failed to show any signs of nest mounds,
altho such may well have been overlooked at the speed at
which the plane was travelling.
One pror of cranes with two young was positively identified.
The young, little more than one-third grown, were bright
reddish brown in color. Their shape conformed in general
with that of the adults, even to a marked similarity in the
upper posterior aspect, and was so characteristic as to
preclude confusion with any other Louisiana bird. In size
they were smaller than adults of either the sandhill or the
little brown cranes, and were probably too small to have been
second year immature whooping cranes, altho little is known
concerning the length of time required for maturity in that
species. These young birds made no effort to fly, and manifested no fear of the plane even when it passed within a
hundred feet of them. Both adults remained with the young
throughout the entire time of inspection.
This colony of cranes is located in a region of inaccessible
marsh. The marsh type known as "fresh marsh-meadow"
appears to be the most favorable habitat for the birds. The
"yellow grass" (panicum haemitomon) which comprises this
marsh type forms extensive low meadows in which there is
normally little or no tall vegetation. The cranes show a
preference for the "burns" which marsh fires have caused in
this region. At the time of inspection, these marshes were
unusually dry, and the birds remained close to the few ponds
and swales which still held water.
As a result of these observations, together with information
already presented by other workers, there is every reason to
accept the reports that the whooping crane nests in the
Louisiana marshes. More accurate scientific data and
photographic evidence will be sought by the Biological
Survey in the spring of 1940. In the interim, conservationists
will be encouraged not only by the fact that the Louisiana
crane colony is receiving adequate protection, but in addition,
that this newly recorded breeding area may contribute to a
slight increase in our continental population of this most
interesting bird.
U. S. Biological Survey, Pilot Town, La.

DISCUSSION
Allen (1952), in his classic monograph on the whooping
crane, reported on Lynch's 1939 findings near White Lake
and cited much of the information originating from Lynch's
unpublished manuscript and records. Yet, we have found no
information to explain why Lynch did not publish his
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manuscript; it had tentatively been approved by his supervisors for publication in the Louisiana Conservation Review.
We reviewed the Louisiana publication and found no evidence
that it had been published. We suspect that perhaps a later
decision was made not to publish the manuscript in order to
minimize human disturbance to the cranes.
Using Lynch's data, Allen (1952:30) concluded "Unquestionably, the White Lake birds comprised a resident,
nesting group. . .. a fairly extensive resident colony that was
centered in the White Lake marshes, extending as far west as
Mallard Bay, the northeast arm of Grand Lake." Allen
(1952:30,33) also reported that the Panicum or maidencane
marshes north of White Lake covered some 16,000 ha (see
map in Allen 1952:33) and surface water averaged 12 to 20
cm deep. This large expanse of marsh remained largely
inaccessible until the Intracoastal Waterway was extended
from the Vermilion River to Grand Lake in 1929-30 (Allen
1952, Gomez 1992).
Much of this Panicum marsh remains as Lynch described
it in 1939, especially east of the Florence Canal, although
water levels are held artificially higher in some areas (Gomez
1992, unpublished data). Most of the former crane habitat
north and east of White Lake is currently owned by British
Petroleum (formerly AMOCO, now BP-AMOCO). During
summer 2000, BP-AMOCO, with assistance from other
cooperators, announced plans to establish a preserve of some
71,000 acres at White Lake. The preserve would protect one
of the largest, undeveloped freshwater marshes in the
southeastern United States.
Because much of the White Lake marshes remain largely
intact or have had limited modifications, they could serve as
a potential reintroduction site for whooping cranes. Various
reintroduction techniques recently tested for nonmigratory
cranes in Florida and Mississippi (Nesbitt et al. 1997, Ellis et
a1. 2000) could be used at the White Lake marshes. An
alternate method could involve the placement of nonfiying,
captive breeding pairs in adequate, predator-proof pens in
appropriate habitat isolated from humans. The pairs could
nest, hatch, and rear young that would be allowed to free fly,
providing them the opportunity to adapt to the area and to
serve as the foundation for a new nesting population. The
population could be supplemented by young from captive
rearing facilities. Because White Lake was the last breeding
location in the United States for wild whooping cranes, a
thorough evaluation of the area is needed to assess its potential for returning nonmigratory whooping cranes to southwestern Louisiana.
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